From Communal to Independent Manhood in Liverpool, Nova Scotia, ca. 1760-1820 by Mancke, Elizabeth & Grittner, Colin
© Histoire sociale / Social History, vol. LII, no 106 (Novembre / November 2019)
From Communal to  
Independent Manhood in Liverpool, 
Nova Scotia, ca. 1760-1820
ELIZABETH MANCKE and COLIN GRITTNER*
This article discusses understandings of manhood in Liverpool, Nova Scotia, 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. By means of the 
voluminous diary kept by Simeon Perkins, a man of local prominence, it explores 
the social responses within this rural seafaring community to how men chose 
strategies for gaining social status, exercising public power, and juggling private 
interest and public service. Across northeastern North America, capitalist ideals 
of independent manhood were gradually replacing moral ideals of communal 
manhood, which ultimately strained networks of reciprocity both within and 
outside the family. Yet by placing Perkins alongside Benajah Collins, another 
prominent Liverpudlian, this article also reveals that those who drifted too far 
from morally grounded communal ideals of manhood continued to find themselves 
ostracized within their immediate communities. 
Comment la masculinité était-elle comprise à Liverpool, en Nouvelle-Écosse, à 
la fin du XVIIIe siècle et au début du XIXe siècle? Par l’entremise du volumineux 
journal intime tenu par Simeon Perkins, un personnage local, le présent article 
examine les réactions sociales au sein de cette collectivité rurale de marins à la 
manière dont les hommes choisissaient des stratégies pour obtenir un statut social, 
exercer le pouvoir public et concilier intérêt privé et service public. Dans tout le 
nord-est de l’Amérique du Nord, l’idéal capitaliste d’indépendance masculine a 
progressivement remplacé l’idéal moral de masculinité communautaire, ce qui a 
fini par mettre à rude épreuve les réseaux de réciprocité tant à l’intérieur qu’à 
l’extérieur de la famille. Pourtant, en traçant un parallèle entre Perkins et Benajah 
Collins, un autre éminent Liverpuldien, cet article révèle aussi que ceux qui se 
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sont trop éloignés de l’idéal communautaire de masculinité basé sur la morale ont 
continué à se retrouver ostracisés au sein même de leur milieu immédiat.
ON HIS 62ND BIRTHDAY, May 4, 1798, Simeon Perkins reflected on his 36 
years as a resident of Liverpool, Nova Scotia, a rural seafaring community on 
the province’s South Shore. Over those years Perkins held many roles both 
public and private: father, trader, slaveholder, ship owner, member of the Nova 
Scotia assembly, colonel in the militia, county treasurer, proprietors’ clerk, 
husband, brother, son-in-law, justice of the peace, judge of probates.1 In those 
roles, and despite them, Perkins had not prospered. Now, at 62, he found himself 
in “Circumstances Very low,” having “Spent my time to very little purpose for 
myself, much of it … taken up in publick Business, to very little profit, and a great 
deal of Anxiety and Trouble.” Although he noted that “Many that were poor boys 
when I came, have grown Rich, and Some Grown Proud,” he himself had not 
made the easy money. He had lost much to risky long-distance trade and, by his 
“lenity[,] lost many Large Sums due to me.”2 It was not just his own impression. 
When he died in 1812, his obituary, published in Halifax in The Weekly Chronicle, 
emphasized his willingness to act as an “indefatigable servant of the Public.” It 
noted that his service had caused “no small injury to his private concerns” and 
lauded him for “His great wisdom, general knowledge, piety and benevolence, 
and uncommon usefulness.” These qualities, the obituary concluded, had endeared 
him as “a Father” to all of Liverpool’s residents.3
By the time he died in 1812, Perkins had achieved a level of public esteem 
as high, if not greater, than any of his contemporaries in Liverpool. Perkins’s 
almost overdrawn life of working in the community interest ended during an era 
when gender roles were undergoing significant transformations. Perhaps more 
than any other Liverpudlian at the time, Perkins exemplified what historian 
Anthony Rotundo has called “communal manhood”: a gendered ideal prevalent 
in the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English-speaking world where a man 
“fulfilled himself through public usefulness more than his economic success.” 
By the late eighteenth century, however, this ideal had begun to shift. Perhaps 
most markedly in what would become the northeastern United States, but also 
throughout British North America, men increasingly strove to present themselves 
as independent and self-made, defining “themselves through personal success in 
1 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, pp. xxiv-xxix and vol. 5, p. xii; and C. Bruce Ferguson, “Simeon Perkins,” in 
Dictionary of Canadian Biography (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983), vol. 5, pp. 663-665. The 
five published volumes are Harold A. Innis, ed., The Diary of Simeon Perkins, vol. 1, 1766-1780 (Toronto: 
Champlain Society, 1948); D. C. Harvey, ed., The Diary of Simeon Perkins, vol. 2, 1780-1789 (Toronto: 
Champlain Society, 1958); Charles Bruce Fergusson, ed., The Diary of Simeon Perkins, vol. 3, 1790-1796 
(Toronto: Champlain Society, 1961); Charles Bruce Fergusson, ed., The Diary of Simeon Perkins, vol. 4, 
1797-1803 (Toronto: Champlain Society, 1967); and Charles Bruce Fergusson, ed., The Diary of Simeon 
Perkins, vol. 5, 1804-1812 (Toronto: Champlain Society, 1978). Hereafter all citations from the diary will 
be Perkins’s Diary followed by the volume number and the date of an entry, or the page number if any 
editorial information is cited.
2 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, May 4, 1798; vol. 3, January 24, 1789; and vol. 3, February 24, 1795.
3 The obituary, published on June 5, 1812, is reprinted in full in Perkins’s Diary, vol. 5, p. liii.
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business and the professions, while the notion of public service declined.”4 These 
shifting gender ideals coincided with changing answers to what historian Robert 
Sweeny calls one of society’s most fundamental questions: whether to have a moral 
or capitalist economy. Similarly, Daniel Mandell examines that struggle within the 
new United States in the decades following the American Revolution. Just as men 
increasingly adhered to ideals of independent manhood, they also increasingly 
subscribed to capitalist models of society where economics govern social values, 
as opposed to moral models where social values govern economics.5 These social 
and economic shifts also transformed the social meanings of women’s lives during 
this era. Historians have traced the changes in the normative social values that 
shaped women’s lives and have identified the emergence of a “cult of domesticity” 
that increasingly defined women’s social meaning in terms of domestically related 
activities: childrearing, care of the sick and the elderly, and enforcement of social 
orderliness, particularly as reflected in the poor and disadvantaged. Men and 
women did not just occupy separate spheres. Rather the increasingly rationalized 
public world in which men spent their working lives depended on the domestic 
refuge maintained by women and the domestically related services they provided. 
Though separate in definition, the public world of men and the private world of 
women needed one another for social utility.6
Using Simeon Perkins and the community of Liverpool, Nova Scotia, this 
essay examines how men achieved and maintained the positions that defined their 
adult manhood in northeastern rural British America, and the consequences for 
others in the community.7 To do so, it heeds recent calls to more fully integrate 
4 E. Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from the Revolution to the 
Modern Era (New York: Basic Books, 1993), pp. 2-3. See also Eben Simmons Miller, “‘Every Composer 
to be his own Carver’: The Manliness of William Billings,” Historical Journal of Massachusetts, vol. 27, 
no. 2 (Spring 1999), pp. 117-139; and Bryan C. Rindfleisch, “‘What it Means to Be a Man’: Contested 
Masculinity in the Early Republic and Antebellum America,” History Compass, vol. 10, no. 11 (November 
2012), pp. 852-865. For an English discussion, see Matthew McCormack, The Independent Man: 
Citizenship and Gender Politics in Georgian England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005). 
For a glimpse at the gendered differences of post-1783 British North America, see Nancy Christie, “‘Proper 
Government and Discipline’: Family Religion and Masculine Authority in Nineteenth-Century Canada,” 
in John H. Arnold and Sean Brady, eds., What is Masculinity? Historical Dynamics from Antiquity to the 
Contemporary World (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), pp. 389-412. 
5 Robert C. H. Sweeny, Why Did We Choose to Industrialize? Montreal 1819-1849 (Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2015), p. 135; Daniel Mandell, The Lost Tradition of Economic Equality in 
America, 1600-1870 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, forthcoming 2020). On the renewed 
interest in these meanings, see James G. Carrier, “Moral Economy: What’s in a Name,” Anthropological 
Theory, vol. 18, no. 1 (March 2018), pp. 18-35.
6 On the development of the changing understanding of the concept of separate spheres, see Linda K. 
Kerber, “Separate Spheres, Female Worlds, Woman’s Place: The Rhetoric of Women’s History,” Journal 
of American History, vol. 75, no. 1 (June 1988), pp. 9-39; and Carmen J. Nielson, Private Women and the 
Public Good: Charity and State Formation in Hamilton, Ontario, 1846-93 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2014). 
For studies showing the intertwining of men’s and women’s spheres, see Lenore Davidoff and Catherine 
Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780-1850 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1987); and Cecilia Morgan, Public Men and Virtuous Women: The Gendered Language of 
Religion and Politics in Upper Canada, 1791-1850 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996).
7 For other studies of turn-of-the-nineteenth-century rural manhood in British North America, see Julia 
Roberts, In Mixed Company: Taverns in Public Life in Upper Canada (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2009); 
Catharine Anne Wilson, “A Manly Art: Plowing, Plowing Matches, and Rural Masculinity in Ontario, 
1800-1930,” Canadian Historical Review, vol. 95, no. 2 (June 2014), pp. 157-186; Nicole St-Onge, “‘He 
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cultural histories of masculinity with what some historians have termed the social 
history of men.8 Inspired by the work of Australian sociologist R. W. Connell, 
cultural histories of masculinity have done much to highlight the construction of 
hegemonic, normative, or iconic masculinities, their relationship to subordinated 
or alternative masculinities, and the transitions between differing masculine 
archetypes.9 By tracing how competing masculine ideals have replaced each other 
over time, these histories have further revealed the historical reification of patriarchy 
through to the present day.10 Even so, these cultural histories have also found 
themselves subject to criticism because of their perceived emphasis on discursive 
representations. British historian John Tosh, for instance, has questioned the extent 
to which discursively constructed masculine ideals actually reflected men’s lived 
experiences.11 Others have gone so far as to depict these ideals as “permanently 
unattainable” no matter men’s efforts.12 In response, Tosh has suggested that a 
social history of men might shift its focus to the mundane judgments, decisions, 
and actions of men within their everyday lives. Such an approach would engage 
as fully as possible with questions of behaviour, experience, and subjectivity to 
understand how individual men lived their identities within their immediate local 
circumstances.13
In this essay we join British historian Ben Griffin in his effort to find a middle 
path forward. Like Griffin, we acknowledge the continued meaningfulness of 
normative models of masculinity to the study of history. Although many men 
found them unattainable, it still “remains possible to describe contests for power 
and influence between competing models of masculinity and the institutions 
implicated in those struggles.” Yet, to more fully interweave the cultural with 
the social everyday, this essay also recognizes the necessity of parsing “the 
strategies and techniques that men used to appropriate and identify themselves 
was neither a soldier nor a slave: he was under the control of no man’: Kahnawake Mohawks in the 
Northwest Fur Trade, 1790–1850,” Canadian Journal of History, vol. 51, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2016), 
pp. 1-32; Jan Noel, “A Man of Letters and Gender Troubles of 1837,” Canadian Historical Review, vol. 
98, no. 3 (September 2017), pp. 505-531; and Carolyn Podruchny, “Tough Bodies, Fast Paddles, Well-
Dressed Wives: Measuring Manhood among French Canadian and Métis Voyageurs in the North American 
Fur Trade,” in Peter Gossage and Robert Rutherdale, eds., Making Men, Making History: Canadian 
Masculinities Across Time and Place (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2018), pp. 333-346. As their titles suggest, 
these studies focus more so on land-oriented rather than seafaring communities.
8 For an early use of “the social history of men,” see Karen Harvey, “The History of Masculinity, circa 1600-
1850,” Journal of British Studies, vol. 44, no. 2 (April 2005), pp. 296-311.
9 R. W. Connell, Masculinities, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005); R. W. Connell and 
James W. Messerschmidt, “Hegemonic Masculinity: Rethinking the Concept,” Gender and Society, vol. 16, 
no. 6 (December 2005), pp. 829-859. For “normative masculinities,” see Alexandra Shepard, Meanings of 
Manhood in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). For “iconic masculinities,” 
see Simon Yarrow, “Masculinity as a World Historical Category of Analysis,” in Arnold and Brady, What 
is Masculinity?, pp. 114-138. For a recent Canadian discussion, see Peter Gossage and Robert Rutherdale, 
eds., “Introduction,” in Gossage and Rutherdale, Making Men, Making History, pp. 3-25.
10 Ben Griffin, “Hegemonic Masculinity as a Historical Problem,” Gender and History, vol. 30, no. 2 (July 
2018), pp. 379-380.
11 John Tosh, “The History of Masculinity: An Outdated Concept?,” in Arnold and Brady, What is 
Masculinity?, pp. 17-34.
12 Robert A. Nye, Masculinity and Male Codes of Honour in Modern France (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1993), p. 13.
13 Tosh, “The History of Masculinity,” pp. 18, 31.
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with particular masculinities.” By studying men’s attempts to associate with 
certain ideals—and how communities responded to and limited those attempts—
historians might better “connect those contested relations [between masculinities], 
which were principally cultural, to the lived experience of men.”14 While Simeon 
Perkins represents an extreme example of someone attempting to honour his 
communal responsibility and adhere to a communal manly ideal, for most men 
in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Liverpool, household sufficiency 
and personal competency depended on a balancing of reciprocal relations 
within extended families and with community members.15 These obligations of 
reciprocal relationships helped to set the parameters of economic interest as much 
as they were shaped by it. The evidence suggests that, by the end of the eighteenth 
century, men in northeastern North America began to honour fewer reciprocal 
relationships than they previously had, and those they did honour fell within a 
narrower social spectrum. Yet the same evidence also suggests that men who 
strayed too far from communal ideals continued to find themselves ostracized 
within their local communities.
Simeon Perkins moved from Norwich, Connecticut, to Liverpool, Nova 
Scotia, in 1762, two years after the first wave of New Englanders settled at the 
mouth of a river on the South Shore that the Mi’kmaq called Ogomkigeŏk’, and 
which New Englanders renamed the Mersey.16 In 1767, the year of the first Nova 
Scotia census that includes Liverpool, the town had 634 residents, tied with 
Horton as the third and fourth largest towns in the province, after Halifax with 
3,022 people, and Lunenburg, also on the South Shore, with 1,468. In 1817, five 
years after Perkins’s death, the entirety of Queens County had 3,098 people, with 
approximately 2,000 of them clustered in Liverpool, the county seat.17 Dozens of 
ships, moreover, transited through Liverpool and their crews knew local peoples. 
Thus, while Liverpool was not a large city, it served as an important port in a 
dynamic Atlantic world.
Perkins routinely recorded Liverpool’s comings and goings in a personal 
journal, which in its five-volume published version covers most years from 1766 
14 Griffin, “Hegemonic Masculinity as a Historical Problem,” p. 394. A similar suggestion has been made 
with regard to the historical study of fatherhood in Joanne Bailey, “Masculinity and Fatherhood in England 
c. 1760-1830,” in Arnold and Brady, What is Masculinity?, pp. 167-186.
15 On competency, see Daniel Vickers, “Competency and Competition: Economic Culture in Early America,” 
William and Mary Quarterly, 3rd ser., vol. 47, no. 1 (January 1990), pp. 3-29. On reciprocal relations 
during this period, see Joan E. Cashin, A Family Venture: Men and Women on the Southern Frontier 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 9-31; Bettina Bradbury, Working Families: Age, Gender, 
and Daily Survival in Industrializing Montreal (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1993); E. J. Errington, 
Wives and Mothers, Schoolmistresses and Scullery Maids: Working Women in Upper Canada, 1790-1840 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), pp. 36-39; Cynthia Comacchio, “‘The History of Us’: 
Social Science, History, and the Relations of Family in Canada,” Labour/Le Travail, vol. 46 (Fall 2000), 
pp. 196-202; and Françoise Noël, Family Life and Sociability in Upper and Lower Canada, 1780-1870 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2003), pp. 246-258.
16 Elizabeth Frame, A List of Micmac Names of Places, Rivers, Etc., in Nova Scotia (Cambridge: John Wilson 
and Son University Press, 1892), p. 11.
17 Elizabeth Mancke, Fault Lines of Empire: Political Differentiation in Massachusetts and Nova Scotia, 
1760-1830 (New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 36.
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to 1812.18 The most voluminous non-governmental record for eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-century Nova Scotia, the diary contains a staggering abundance 
of prosaic detail on his business relations, town concerns, church disputes, 
community leaders, personal controversies, and family conditions. Few entries 
are self-reflective; the one cited above—his musings on his 62nd birthday—is 
more anomalous than typical. Nevertheless, the pattern of the entries indicates 
Perkins’s attitudes about his place in his community. Very much the communal 
man, he kept minutes, as it were, of local happenings, occasionally noting when he 
went back and checked an earlier entry. Although the diary provides few defining 
passages that capture the character of a person, it does provide multiple entries on 
the actions of dozens of individuals, which when accumulated and the patterns 
analyzed offer a wealth of information about people that is unusual for this period 
in British North American history. By piecing together Perkins’s personal and 
public relationships, and by tracking what he said about those men who had grown 
rich and proud, it is possible to reconstruct some moments that capture how men 
chose strategies for gaining social status, exercising public power, and juggling 
private interest and public service in an era when gendered and economic ideals 
were in transition.19
Manhood and Personal Relationships in Liverpool
For Simeon Perkins, like many men in eighteenth-century British America, family 
helped to establish him in work and at home and to achieve the social markers 
of adult male autonomy. When he first went to Liverpool in 1762 at the age of 
27, he was a widower with one son and in a trading business with his father-in-
law, Ebenezer Backus, and a relative, Jabez Perkins.20 Leaving his son, Roger, 
with family in Connecticut, Simeon took his brother Hezekiah with him and their 
brother Jabez joined them. In 1773 his parents sent another brother, Ebenezer, 
to live and work with him. None of Simeon’s brothers settled in Liverpool, 
but he remained in regular contact with them throughout his life and provided 
opportunities for his children to become acquainted with the Connecticut family.21
Family ties both within new communities and back in hometowns helped to 
ease resettlement and promised an exit if a new location proved unsatisfactory. In 
the initial grant of Liverpool township, made in 1759, approximately half of the 
164 grantees (83 or 51%) shared a family name with at least one other grantee. In 
18 See note 1 for the complete citations. D. C. Harvey, “Introduction,” Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, p. xiii, gives a 
good overview of the coverage of the diary.
19 See Mancke, Fault Lines of Empire, for similar uses of Perkins’s diary. Although this essay reflects 
Mancke’s familiarity with the diary for that book, it began as a separate study of fatherhood and community. 
Colin Grittner’s extensive reading in the history of masculinity made for an ideal partnership in preparing 
this essay for publication.
20 Harold Innis and D. C. Harvey, the editors of volumes one and two of Perkins’s diary respectively, give 
different assessments of who Ebenezer Backus and Jabez Perkins were. Innis says they were probably a 
brother-in-law and brother. Harvey, more reliably, says they were father-in-law and a relative, Jabez, “Not 
to be confused with his brother Jabez.” See Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, pp. xi and xiii; and vol. 2, p. xx.
21 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, November 21, 1767; vol. 1, July 1, 1772; vol. 1, January 1, 1773; and vol. 1, August 
20, 1773. For evidence of him staying in touch with family, see vol. 3, July 27, 1793; vol. 3, August 23, 
1793; vol. 3, March 26, 1794; and vol. 3, July 21, 1794.
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the second Liverpool grant, 55% (78 of 142) shared a family name with another 
grantee. Although this basic name analysis presumes a familial relationship based 
on common New England names—such as Collins and Freeman—and may distort 
the frequency of relationships, it cannot take account of in-law relationships, such 
as that shared between Perkins and his father-in-law, Ebenezer Backus. Hence 
the percentage of family connections within Liverpool based on the names in the 
grants is probably fairly representative.22
Family associations soon became part of the town’s social landscape. Within 
four decades of settling, Liverpool’s elites had organized themselves into two 
family compacts or networks, the Collins-Barss and Parker-Freeman families. 
They controlled and competed for political offices and preferments, married 
among themselves, and shared business interests.23 The clear family divisions at 
the end of the eighteenth century had in the 1760s a less sharply defined orientation 
around the families and associates of Benajah Collins and Simeon Perkins, and 
manifested themselves in divisions over the funding of privateers during the 
American Revolution and then in the New Light/Allinite and Old Light/Methodist 
religious divisions.24 During the fall 1775 meeting of the provincial assembly, 
Perkins demonstrated the strength of his ties with Halifax merchants. That summer 
the assembly considered a bill to eliminate Queens County by consolidating it 
into Lunenburg County and by moving the Inferior Court of Common Pleas from 
Liverpool to Yarmouth. Liverpool merchants, including Perkins, rallied to have 
Halifax merchant Thomas Cochran elected to one of the Liverpool township 
seats in the assembly. The assembly deferred the bill to the fall session when the 
three representatives from Liverpool attended and it was not reintroduced. Years 
later Perkins contended that through his “connections in Halifax” he had served 
the community, in particular when “a bill was once brought into the House of 
Assembly to desolve this County and that by my connections at Halifax, I was 
able to defeat it.”25
Perkins did not decide to root himself in Liverpool until a visit to Norwich in 
the spring of 1775, which also proved his last. Perkins’s father-in-law had recently 
died, which effectively ended their business partnership. Perkins had established 
his own business contacts in Nova Scotia, particularly with Halifax firms. He had 
been appointed justice of the peace, a judge of the Inferior Court of Common 
Pleas, colonel in the militia, as well as being elected by fellow townsmen as 
representative to the legislative assembly. Perkins returned to Liverpool in May 
1775, and in September married widow Elizabeth Headley, a mother with a seven-
year-old daughter. His son Roger had remained in Connecticut with family and 
22 Nova Scotia Archives and Records Management (hereafter NSARM), MG 100, vol. 176, no. 26Q, 
Liverpool Grant, September 1, 1759; NSARM, MG 4, vol. 77, Liverpool Grant, November 20, 1764.
23 Brian Cuthbertson, Johnny Bluenose at the Polls: Epic Nova Scotian Election Battles, 1758-1848 (Halifax: 
Formac, 1994), pp. 175-187.
24 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, May 18, 19, 20, 1780; and Mancke, The Fault Lines of Empire, p. 130.
25 Harvey, “Introduction,” Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, p. xxx; Cuthbertson, Johnny Bluenose, pp. 176-177. 
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at 15 was apprenticed to Jedediah Huntington. In May 1777 he finally moved to 
Liverpool.26
The presence of a man’s wife and children denoted permanence in seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century Euroamerican communities along the Atlantic littoral, 
especially in northern areas where male-only summer fishing settlements were 
prevalent.27 Numerous men came through Liverpool to assess whether they 
wanted to relocate there; the arrival of their families marked the seriousness of 
their considerations for settling. John Thomas indicated in 1773 that he intended to 
settle in Liverpool, had business interests there, and worked for Perkins during the 
fall of 1782. But Perkins continued to refer to him as “Mr. Thomas of Plymouth, 
[MA]” until his family arrived in 1784. Just a month later, Thomas swore an oath 
of allegiance to the King and an oath of office to be a justice of the peace for 
Queens County; the following February he accepted the office of deputy sheriff.28 
Family anchored a man to a locale and signaled to the community that it could call 
on him for public service.
Family support in Connecticut sustained Perkins during his early years in 
Liverpool, assistance to be respected, reciprocated, and reinforced. The bonds 
of reciprocity in the extended family did not remain strong unless they were 
renewed with each generation. Thus children had to be introduced into the 
extended network of relations. Perkins’s nephew, Zebulon, and niece, Julia, came 
to stay with his family in Liverpool. Zebulon arrived when he was 16, initially 
to work as a shopkeeper for Perkins, but the sea beckoned and two years later 
Perkins arranged for him to have navigational training so he could qualify to 
captain vessels. Zebulon married within Liverpool and established a household, 
but in the aftermath of his wife’s death in childbirth, he ceased housekeeping. 
Simeon, in turn, assumed the indentures for the young men working in Zebulon’s 
household.29 The lengthy visits of most of Perkins’s children with his family in 
Norwich were, in part, to bind them into the family network, as were the visits of 
nieces and nephews to Liverpool. At different times Simeon Perkins’s children 
went to his hometown of Norwich, Connecticut, both to attend school and meet 
their extended family. In 1799 Elizabeth and Simeon Leonard went to Norwich, 
“the former to make a Visit, and Simeon is to go to school for one year.”30 These 
26 Harvey, “Introduction,” Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, pp. xii, xx-xxxvi; vol. 1, September 10, 1775; vol. 1, 
May 15, 1777.
27 NSARM, RG 1, vol. 443, no. 1, Nova Scotia Census, 1767; Philip G. Greven Jr., “The Average Size of 
Families and Households in the Province of Massachusetts in 1764 and in the United States in 1790: An 
Overview,” in Peter Laslett and Richard Wall, eds., Household and Family in Past Time (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1972), pp. 550-556; Robert V. Wells, The Population of the British Colonies 
in America Before 1776: A Survey of Census Data (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975), p. 83.
28 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, August 27, 1773; vol. 1, July 31, 1775; vol. 2, September 6, 1781; vol. 2, 
November 9, 1782; vol. 2, July 10, 1784; vol. 2, August 9, 1784; vol. 2, February 5, 23, 1785. For other 
examples referring to the arrival or departure of families, see vol. 2, October 10, 1783; vol. 2, November 2, 
1783; vol. 2, June 23, 25, 1785; vol. 2, September 14, 1785; vol. 3, August 13, 1790; vol. 3, June 20, 1791; 
vol. 3, September 13, 14, 1791; vol. 3, April 3, 1792; vol. 3, May 18, 1792; vol. 3, November 3, 1792; vol. 
3, August 7, 1793; vol. 3, June 29, 1795; and vol. 5, May 15, 1804. 
29 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, September 22, 1785; vol. 2, February 1, 1787; vol. 3, January 9, 10, 1793; vol. 3, 
July 18, 1795; vol. 3, October 20, 1794; vol. 4, January 16, 1797; vol. 3, June 4, 14, 15, 16, 17, 1790. 
30 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, November 9, 1799. 
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bonds with family in Connecticut were sufficiently strong that, even though 
Simeon had never returned to Norwich after 1775, his son John relocated the 
business there seven years after his father’s death in 1812.31
For Perkins, families provided two interrelated social goods. First, families, 
both nuclear and extended, provided and demanded interlocking networks of 
reciprocity that helped to assure one a basic sustenance, shelter, and, for the 
fortunate, connections for getting ahead in the world. Second, marriage and 
establishment of a household, the basis for a new family unit, were a sign of 
adult autonomy, but did not necessarily mean the attenuation of ties within the 
larger family circle. As a father aged it became necessary for him to give his sons 
the economic resources to establish households of their own so that they would 
become strong threads in the network of familial reciprocity, strong enough to 
be relied on and to sustain family members who, for reasons of youth or old age, 
gender, or infirmity, could not claim autonomy. 
Children, especially sons, had to be given some economic autonomy as they 
matured so that they might act as reciprocating members of the family network. 
For Perkins, the establishment of his sons’ economic autonomy began early. When 
first arriving in Liverpool, Perkins arranged that both he and Roger received land 
grants. Even though Perkins feared Roger’s loss at sea in 1781, he still arranged 
for him to have one third of Perkins’s one-fourth share in a trading voyage to 
Bermuda. John Perkins was 12 years old when he left on his first working voyage; 
later he learned bookkeeping and navigation in preparation for becoming a partner 
in his father’s trading business. When John married at age 25, he was a fully 
functioning partner with his father. Perkins’s youngest son, Simeon Leonard, 
also entered into the trading business, went to school to learn to read and write, 
and learned navigation under his brother. When Perkins died in 1812 his will 
stipulated that John and Simeon Leonard would take over Perkins’s share of the 
business, keep the estate intact, and provide for their mother and unmarried sisters 
appropriately.
In Liverpool, children shared the work-a-day world of men, as young sons 
worked with their fathers, or fathers tended their offspring in the workplace. 
Children often accompanied their fathers on tasks that involved travel away from 
home, thus making these fathers a regular presence and constant companions 
within their children’s lives.32 Collecting the summer’s hay crop from along the 
shore and the off-shore islands was frequently a family adventure. In August 1780 
Perkins went with the schooner Polly to Bear Island off Liverpool Harbour to 
collect the hay and took along his stepdaughter Ruth, age 12, and his daughter 
Abigail, age four. Two summers later he took Ruth, Abigail, and John, then 
age four. The summer of 1785 included a trip to Port Mouton for Simeon and 
Elizabeth and two of their children, John, then seven, and Eunice, six months. 
Accompanying them were Elisha Hopkins, his wife Sarah, and son James, age six. 
31 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, p. 143n.
32 John Demos, Past, Present, and Personal: The Family and the Life Course in American History (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 47.
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When the Tinkham family went for hay in 1790, Perkins’s stepdaughter, Ruth, and 
daughter, Abigail, joined them.33
Tragedies or near-tragedies involving children in the workplace indicate the 
extent to which work and childrearing were not discrete activities for men.34 On 
an August day when John was 11, Perkins was having wood rafted down to the 
harbour from the up-river mills when two rafts at a wharf “got foul of each other. 
My son John was endeavouring to Clear them, & pushing them with a pole, the 
pole Sliped and he fell into the water.” By the time Perkins had rushed to his aid, 
another child, James Hopkins, age nine (son of the aforementioned Elisha), had 
almost pulled John out. Perkins hoped that “this will be a warning to me to Keep 
him more from the Water & Also make him more careful.” Significantly, he did 
not write that 11-year-old John should stay home. Just two days later, two children 
of Silvanus Morton, a daughter age nine and a son age five, were drowned playing 
on logs by the mill pond where their father worked. Another child also fell in but 
was saved by the mother of the drowned children. When sledding a log one winter, 
Job Boomer lost a six-year-old son when the sled canted and the log fell on top of 
him. While Perkins recorded the tragedies, he made no recriminations that young 
children did not belong where their fathers worked.35
Emotional displays were not unusual, and not only during these tragic 
instances. The intricate webs of connection that bound people together did not 
dissipate and attenuate emotion. Rather the reciprocal relations among people, 
both family and townspeople, meant that feelings of affection and regard 
permeated the society. While the eighteenth-century language of emotion was 
often restrained, its public display during this age of “tearful sensibility” was 
not.36 When the Rev. Mr. Cheever made a public “confession of the Irregularities 
of His life,” three years after his dismissal from the Liverpool Church, “Most 
people shed tears.” The departure of itinerant ministers often elicited expressions 
of heartfelt loss, as preachers who had spoken to people’s souls packed their bags 
and sailed away. The Rev. William Firmage left Liverpool on May 1, 1782, “very 
malencholla & Sheds many tears.” The Sunday the Rev. James Boyd preached his 
last sermon, “He appeared much affected, and Scarcely a dry Eye in the Meeting 
33 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, August 25, 1780; vol. 2, August 20, 1782; vol. 2, August 23, 1785; vol. 3, 
September 2, 1790.
34 Again, see Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, p. 47.
35 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, August 23, 25, 1787; vol. 4, December 25, 1799; vol. 4, p. 206n.
36 Thomas Dixon, Weeping Britannia: Portrait of a Nation in Tears (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015), p. 139. For more on this age, otherwise called the age of sentiment or sentimentalism, see Dixon, 
Weeping Britannia, pp. 96-139; William Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History 
of Emotions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 154-161; Sarah Knott, Sensibility and 
the American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press for the Omohundro Institute of 
Early American History and Culture, 2008); and Jeffrey L. McNairn, “‘The common sympathies of our 
nature’: Moral Sentiments, Emotional Economies, and Imprisonment for Debt in Upper Canada,” Histoire 
Sociale/Social History, vol. 49, no. 98 (May 2016), pp. 50-51. For the open expression of emotions, see 
Nicole Eustace, Passion is the Gale: Emotion, Power, and the Coming of the American Revolution (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and 
Culture, 2008), p. 476; and Susan J. Matt, “Current Emotion Research in History: Or, Doing History From 
the Inside Out,” Emotion Review, vol. 3, no. 1 (January 2011), p. 120.
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House.”37 Sentimental emotion continued to find voice amongst both men and 
women, often as a public chorus of mutual loss, and served as a social bond that 
drew them together. Later assertions of emotional self-control had not yet pushed 
sentimentality behind closed doors, thereby giving unhindered play in the public 
realm to the manly emotions of competitiveness and aggression.38
The seafaring life was precarious, and emotions were often stretched taut from 
concern and loss. Perkins’s second wife, Elizabeth, née Young, was the widow of 
John Headley, a Nova Scotian trader who had been lost at sea.39 More immediate 
for Perkins had been the loss of Roger, his oldest son and only child from his 
first marriage, while on a sea voyage. On November 1, 1781, Roger, age 21, left 
as a passenger on a vessel headed first for Argyle and then further westward. 
On December 14, Perkins heard that the vessel had reached Argyle safely, the 
only conclusive news he ever received regarding Roger’s fate and it had been six 
weeks in coming, a long time without news even for the eighteenth century and in 
wartime. (John Perkins’s 1805 return voyage to New York took four weeks.) On 
December 28, 1781, Perkins recorded that he had received no news about his son 
or the captain of the vessel, Thomas Harrington, and he was “much Concerned 
for them.” The next day he was “still more concerned.” From then until the next 
July Perkins made eight entries in his diary of times when he had asked returning 
settlers about news of his son or Harrington.40 By April, though, he had largely 
given up hope that they would be found and reflected that it was improbable that 
they had been blown off course or taken by the French. 
God knows their Fate, and what ever it may be, He is Just and Righteous, and Never 
did any wrong to his creatures. O that I might have Grace Given me to Profit by 
this Dispensation of Providence, and Submit to what ever may be the event, with 
Calmness & resignation, and Say with that Patient Servant of God, the Lord gave 
and the Lord taketh away, Blessed be the name of the Lord.41
 
The initial uncertainty of Roger’s loss and an occasional flicker of hope checked an 
outpouring of grief by Perkins, at least in his diary. Rather it seems that “Calmness 
& resignation” helped to mask the pain of loss that his frequent requests for 
information betrayed. Fourteen years later on his 62nd birthday, Simeon recalled 
events in his life, including the disappearance of Roger, whose “Loss … was a 
very Sore Stroke and great Disappointment.”42
The exchange of news about friends and families upon the arrival of a vessel 
were threads in the intricate webs of attachment that contained people’s lives. 
37 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, April 24, 1787; vol. 2, May 1, 1784; vol. 3, August 12, 1792.
38 John F. Kasson, Rudeness and Civility: Manners in Nineteenth-Century Urban America (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1990), pp. 145-181; Peter N. Stearns, Battleground of Desire: The Struggle for Self-Control in 
Modern America (New York and London: New York University Press, 1999), pp. 55-91; Dixon, Weeping 
Britannia, pp. 179-214.
39 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, Sept 10, 1775.
40 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, p. 24n; vol. 2, January 17, 1782; vol. 2, March 15, 23, 1782; vol. 2, April 14, 16, 
1782; vol. 2, May 23, 1782; vol. 2, June 15, 1782; vol. 2, July 6, 1782; vol. 5, May 6, 1805; vol. 5, June 2, 
1805.
41 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, April 16, 1782.
42 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 3, February 24, 1796.
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Perkins frequently received news of his family in Norwich or of his brothers as 
they sailed the Atlantic trade routes. Men on the fishing banks or on voyages to 
the Caribbean to sell the fish collected news about other Liverpudlians to share in 
foreign ports, on the high seas, and back home in Liverpool. The overdue arrival 
of a loved one sent family to the wharves to ask the crews on incoming ships if 
they had news of delayed vessels. When a late winter storm followed shortly after 
the departure of John Perkins on a coastal trading voyage, Simeon assuaged his 
anxiety by learning from incoming men that they had seen the Eleanor and John 
safe in Port Mouton.43 In one of the more poignant and telling episodes of the relay 
of news on the high seas—or in this case its absence—Thomas Parker arrived in 
Liverpool to learn his wife Rhoda had died five days before from complications in 
childbirth, as had the child. Perkins noted in his diary that he had thought Parker 
had heard the news before he made port.44 At other times travellers intentionally 
withheld news. On July 6, 1804, Simeon heard from sawyer Zoeth Parker who 
had heard from Captain Parker that John Perkins had nearly drowned in the St. 
John’s, Newfoundland, harbour on June 16, 1804, when the rowboat he was in 
capsized; the other man in the boat had drowned. When Simeon asked his son-
in-law, Joshua Newton, if he had heard the news, Newton said he had but did not 
want to worry Simeon with it. John’s wife, Elizabeth, and his mother, Elizabeth, 
were not told. Simeon noted two years later, “I still the feel the Impression it made 
on me and would wish to be truly thankful for so Wonderful an Interposition of 
Divine providence.”45 
Fatherly love and attachment were not just for mature children who had 
survived the precarious years of early childhood.46 Reflecting an early modern 
understanding of tender fatherhood—a paternal form that esteemed “compassion, 
solicitude, conscientiousness and conscience” and existed symbiotically with 
communal ideals—Perkins recorded the births and baptisms of his eight children 
born by his second wife, Elizabeth.47 The arrivals of the first five children were 
given brief mention; the arrival of child three he marked with the note, “My wife 
is happily Delivered of a Daughter at 2 o’clock in the Afternoon. Mother and 
Child both well.” With children six, seven, and eight Perkins grew increasingly 
effusive.
Friday, January 1st [1790] – New Years Day. Warm & Rainy. I was Called at about 2 
O’Clock, my wife being ill again. I called the Neighbouring women. She Continues 
unwell till towards noon, when her labour Came on, & She was delivered of a 
Daughter, at 12 O’Clock, at Noon – mother, & Child Seemingly in a hopefull way 
43 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, February 26, 1799; vol. 4, March 1, 2, 1799. For similar expressions of concern, 
see vol. 4, October 16, 1798; vol. 4, November 13, 18, 1799.
44 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, October 27, 28, 1797; vol. 4, November 1, 1797.
45 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 5, July 6, 8, 1804.
46 See Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life, trans. Robert Baldick (New 
York: Vintage Books, 1962); Edward Shorter, The Making of the Modern Family (New York: Basic Books, 
1975); and Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex, and Marriage in England, 1500-1800 (New York: Penguin, 
1977) for the argument that parental affection for young children and spousal love was a development of 
the modern era, an interpretation that few historians still accept. 
47 Bailey, “Masculinity and Fatherhood,” p. 174. See also Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, p. 44. 
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to do well, thanks be to God for his repeated Goodness & Mercy to my Family, this 
being our Eighth Child by this marriage Since Sep. 10th, 1775, all in a Tolerable 
State of Health. I desire to thank God for his Goodness to me & my Family, the 
years past, that we have enjoyed So much health & Comfort, and are all brought to 
See an Other New Year. May this be Spent more to Gods Glory than the Last or any 
other year of my life.48 
The names of at least two of the daughters reflect the practice of giving newborns 
the names of the departed. The first child of Simeon and Elizabeth’s marriage, 
Abigail, received the name of Simeon’s first wife and mother of Roger, Abigail 
Backus Perkins. The third child and second daughter they named Lucy “after my 
sister who died many years ago.” Through the naming of infants, people began the 
process of tying their children into family networks.49
Worry and concern about the health of children could literally make a parent 
sick. When Perkins’s second child, John, was almost four, both father and son 
were very ill with a stomach or intestinal disorder. John’s condition was unstable 
enough that adult neighbours helped keep nightly watches. Perkins recuperated 
more quickly than John, but on the sixth day he recorded that “I am not So well 
as yesterday. Suppose I worried too much yesterday Carrying John About the 
House.”50 In these records of family illnesses, one glimpses Perkins’s involvement 
in routine caregiving as an element of his tender fatherhood.51 In the summer of 
1779 “the Itch” tormented the family, the recommended cure for which was an 
ointment of brimstone and fresh melted butter, applied and “roast by the Fire one 
Hour” before going to be lathered. On two recorded occasions Perkins declined 
social invitations to stay home and care for sick children. During times when Mrs. 
Perkins was out of town and a child was sick, Perkins became the primary care 
giver. When Perkins went down the coast to Sandy Cove where he was having a 
ship built, he took along “Nabby & Betsey … for their health,” a fresh-air-and-
exercise regime.52
Worry and concern also extended to other children attached to one’s 
household, but in decidedly more ambivalent ways. Over Perkins’s five decades 
in Liverpool, numerous young people who were not his immediate family lived 
under his roof: from his nephew Zebulon, whom he helped get established in 
business; to Isaac Ampson, a 10 year old whom he took in as an indenture from 
the overseers of the poor; to his slave Frank, originally named Jacob, a 10 or 11 
year old whom he purchased from a Bermudian trader in 1777 for £35.53 While 
Perkins seems to have incorporated Isaac into his household as an apprentice, his 
48 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, October 3, 1776; vol. 1, August 9, 1778; vol. 2, August 7, 1780; vol. 2, January 17, 
1783; vol. 2, February 20, 1785; vol. 2, July 12, 1786; vol. 2, May 20, 1788; vol. 2, January 1, 1790.
49 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, October 3, 1776; vol. 2, August 20, 1780.
50 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, July 23-30, 1782; vol. 2, August 1, 1782.
51 Demos, Past, Present, and Personal, p. 48.
52 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, August 1, 7, 8, 9, 19, 1779; vol. 1, October 16, 1779; vol. 2, August 12, 1783; vol. 2, 
July 18, 1785; vol. 4, May 26, 1797. For other examples of family illnesses, see vol. 3, May 17, 19, 24, 
1790; vol. 3, November 5, 25, 26, 1791; and vol. 3, April 2, 4, 1795. 
53 For Isaac Ampson, see Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, January 16, 1797. For Frank, see vol. 1, March 7, 1777; and 
vol. 1, July 12, 1777.
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incorporation of Frank reflected the world of Black chattel slavery in which he 
operated: a world that persisted within British North America’s Maritime colonies 
until the second quarter of the nineteenth century and saw as many as 2,500 Black 
men and women forced into servitude as servants or labourers.54 When Perkins 
purchased the boy named Jacob, he immediately changed Jacob’s name to Frank. 
Not only did this renaming show Frank that he had a new master and life, as 
historian Harvey Amani Whitfield notes, but it also ensured that Perkins’s slave 
would not share the same name with Perkins’s brother and nephew in Norwich.55 
If the naming of infants tied them into family networks, then the renaming of the 
boy Frank ensured he remained a permanent outsider within the Perkins family.
For the first six years following Frank’s purchase and renaming, Perkins 
scarcely mentions Frank. Starting in 1783, however, Perkins begins to repeatedly 
refer to Frank as a member of his work crews. With the arrival of peace following 
the American Revolution, Liverpool became a bustling port, and especially after 
the arrival of Loyalists in Shelburne and Port Mouton who needed the services that 
Liverpool provided. Frank was 16 or 17 years old by then, and Perkins appears 
to have come to rely upon his labour. Indeed, Frank’s status as a slave meant that, 
unlike the other more transient young men Perkins employed, Perkins could draw 
upon Frank as a source of labour constancy. Over many days in late August 1783, 
Perkins sent men to mow Bear or Coffin Island, with Frank as the recurrent work 
team member. On August 20, six men plus Frank mowed the island and, five days 
later, four men accompanied Frank to “Rake & Cock all my Hay.” On August 30, 
four men, including Frank, sailed a shallop out to the island to collect the hay, a 
three day job to load vessel, sail back to Liverpool, and unload it on Perkins’s 
wharf. That work completed, on September 4, Perkins sent Nathaniel Cahoon, 
John Heater, and Frank in the shallop Spring Bird to Port Jolly to acquire “Wood 
& Timber to Repair her.” Eight days later the Spring Bird returned with “5 cords 
Wood & Some Lumber,” but John Heater had fallen ill “& my Boy Frank Lame” 
in his knee.56
Frank’s lameness persisted and perplexed everyone, with Perkins calling on 
three doctors and a female healer to try to cure him. On December 22, Frank 
“was in such pain … that he Kept Groaning & hallooing for Severel Hours. Doc. 
Jones & doc. Thomas Came to See him & ordered him a Draught, a Liniment to 
Enbrorate [embrocate] his Knee much Swell.” On May 14, Perkins sent Frank to 
Mrs. Mack who “Thought she could cure him.” Perkins noted that “he has been a 
long time Lame in his Knee,” and that another physician, “Doc. Smith has opened 
it [the knee] and Says he Cannot Cure him.” Frank would remain with Mrs. Mack 
54 For evidence of this apprenticeship, see Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, August 15, 1799; and vol. 4, September 12, 
1802. For this history of Black chattel slavery in the Maritimes, see Harvey Amani Whitfield, North to 
Bondage: Loyalist Slavery in the Maritimes (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2016), pp. 85-109, 119-120; Harvey 
Amani Whitfield, Black Slavery in the Maritimes: A History in Documents (Peterborough, ON: Broadview 
Press, 2018), pp. 1-11; and Harvey Amani Whitfield, “Runaway Advertisements and Social Disorder in the 
Maritimes: A Preliminary Study,” in Elizabeth Mancke et al., eds., Violence, Order, and Unrest: A History 
of British North America, 1749-1876 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019), pp. 215-216.
55 Whitfield, North to Bondage, p. 41.
56 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, August 20, 30, 1783; vol. 2, September 4, 12, 1783. 
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over the next month for treatment. On June 18, Ephraim Hunt—who Perkins 
had sent to Mrs. Mack’s with money to presumably pay for Frank’s care—had 
returned with the news that “Frank is in a Dull Frame & Scarcely Speaks.” Three 
days later, on June 21, Perkins learned that “Frank is Dying, having Lain Some 
days Speechless.” Frank would die the following day.57
Unlike the worry and grief Perkins expressed over his son Roger’s 
disappearance and his son John’s illness, Perkins’s reaction to Frank’s death was 
more perfunctory: “I hear that Frank Dyed about 1 or 2 O’Clock this morning.”58 
With this brief statement, Frank’s presence in Perkins’s diary ends. Perkins’s 
willingness to seek out at least four medical practitioners certainly indicates 
Frank’s importance to his household as someone who deserved attention and 
expense. Yet we cannot tell from the evidence if Perkins sought the assistance 
of doctors and Mrs. Mack because he esteemed Frank or because he placed an 
economic premium on Frank’s reliable forced labour. The fact that Perkins would 
not have paid Frank wages perhaps made paying for medical treatment cost 
effective. The violent dehumanization inherent to chattel slavery—a system that 
Perkins perpetuated—does not allow us to disentangle perceptions of Frank as 
both household member and household asset or commodity.59 For seven years, 
Frank had been in constant contact with Perkins and his family. Even so, Perkins 
had only begun to mention him when Frank’s growing physical maturity made 
his labour more valuable. While Perkins deemed Frank’s mortality as important 
enough to record in his diary, his reaction to it nevertheless proved as muted 
as to the deaths of other children in the community. Despite the age of “tearful 
sensibility,” and despite Perkins’s tenderness toward the many other children 
under his roof, it remains impossible to know how many tears, if any, Perkins 
shed for Frank.
The familial and social worlds of Liverpool were very male-dominated. 
While Simeon’s sons were brought up to assume a role in their father’s business, 
his daughters were brought up to be good wives and mothers.60 After Simeon’s 
stepdaughter, Ruth, and daughters, Abigail and Lucy, had married, he generally 
referred to them as “my daughter Freeman,” “my daughter Newton,” or “my 
daughter Bishop,” respectively.61 He integrated sons-in-law into the family 
network, arranging for Abigail’s husband, Joshua Newton, to become a justice 
of the peace in Liverpool. Ruth’s husband, Elkanah Freeman, a fisherman and 
vessel owner, often worked for Perkins. And Daniel Bishop, Lucy’s husband, was 
a partner in the firm of Perkins & Bishop, much in the same way that Perkins had 
been in business with his first father-in-law, Ebenezer Backus.
57 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, December 22, 1783; vol. 2, May 14, 1784; vol. 2, June 18, 21, 22, 1784. 
58 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, June 22, 1784.
59 For this dehumanization in a British North American Maritime context, see Whitfield, North to Bondage, 
pp. 61-62. Whitfield’s reference draws explicitly on Philip D. Morgan, Slave Counterpoint: Black Culture 
in the Eighteenth Century Chesapeake and Lowcountry (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1998), p. xxiv. 
60 Thus again following the pattern of early-American fatherhood presented in John Demos, Past, Present, 
and Personal, p. 47.
61 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 3, April 12, 13, 1795; vol. 3, September 29, 30, 1795; vol. 4, January 1, 1799; vol. 4, 
November 27, 1799; vol. 4, August 3, 1799; vol. 5, March 13, 1804.
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Marriage itself was a reciprocal relationship between a man and a woman. 
On at least three occasions couples in Liverpool separated because of excessive 
abuse by the husband. On February 20, 1779, Mercy Gibbs Burnaby asked 
justices Samuel Hunt and Simeon Perkins to have her husband Joseph bound 
for his good behaviour. After conferring with each party individually and then 
together, the justices decided that the couple should live in separate domiciles 
and Joseph was to give Mercy some of the household furniture.62 In 1799 James 
Luther complained to Perkins, as a magistrate, that Mrs. Catherine Gardner had 
“detained his furniture.” Perkins sent him with a note to her, but instead Luther’s 
wife and Mrs. Margaret McQueen came to Perkins to complain that Luther had 
taken his pregnant wife’s clothes and was endangering her. Perkins then sent a 
note to Luther to desist distressing his wife or the overseers of the poor would 
have to support her and charge him with the expense. The next day Luther applied 
to Perkins to make out a warrant against McQueen for taking clothes from a chest 
of his. Presumably McQueen was fearless enough to enter Luther’s house and take 
clothes for her friend. Perkins sent Luther to Joshua Newton, another justice, to 
make out the warrant for McQueen. The next day Mrs. Luther, her mother, Mrs. 
Dexter, and Catherine Gardner pleaded their case to Perkins arguing that they 
were willing to swear in court that they feared James would do his wife serious 
bodily harm, if not kill her. James then appeared, as did another justice, John 
Thomas, and together the assemblage of disputants and justices agreed that Luther 
was to give his wife £5.6s. to pay a midwife, to give her her clothes, and to allow 
her to stay with her mother.63
The most difficult familial case Perkins recorded was when Robert Callahan 
became abusive to his family. The ties between Perkins and Robert and Jane 
Callahan were complex. Her first husband, William Headley, was the brother 
of Elizabeth Perkins’s first husband, John Headley. Jane then married Robert 
Stevenson, a friend and business associate of both Perkins and Robert Callahan. 
On January 7, 1782, Stevenson died and the following November Jane and Robert 
Callahan were married at a ceremony at which Perkins gave the bride away. Fifteen 
years later, on January 16, 1797, the overseers of the poor asked Callahan to turn 
over the clothing belonging to Elizabeth Stevenson, his 18-year-old stepdaughter, 
after they had received a complaint that he was about to burn them. They also 
discussed binding out his son George to Russell Douglas, a sailmaker, because 
Callahan was abusing liquor and not taking care of him. Upon his opposition, 
and possibly his wife’s, they did not bind out George, but three days later Jane, 
together with her children Elizabeth and George, moved into the house of Benajah 
Collins at the behest of Collins’s wife, Susannah. (Perkins’s diary does not reveal 
how Benajah viewed Susannah’s gesture.) Robert Callahan asked Perkins for his 
advice; Perkins admitted to himself, if not to others, that “Their Case is altogether 
deplorable, and I Know Not what Advice to give.” On August 28, 1797, Lodowick 
Harrington, on the insistence of Thomas Bennett, made a deposition to Perkins 
that while fishing at the Gut of Canso he had heard Callahan threaten that he 
62 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, February 20, 1779; vol. 2, p. 4n.
63 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, July 11, 12, 13, 1799.
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would kill Bennett and Susannah Collins and he planned to cut off his wife’s arms. 
Callahan did not murder anyone or cut off his wife’s arms, but Bennett wanted it 
known that he had made such threats. Robert and Jane Callahan continued to live 
separate lives. Robert fished and when Liverpool’s merchants outfitted privateers 
during the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, he served on them. Jane’s 
status in the community was not significantly diminished by the separation and 
she continued to socialize with the Perkinses and other prominent members of the 
community, both casually and for occasions such as John Perkins’s wedding and 
Christmas.64 
In all three of these cases of marital difficulty, the justices took the side of the 
women over and against their abusive husbands. In all three cases the bonds of 
reciprocity between a husband and a wife had been broken and a separation was 
justified; Perkins never mentioned divorce. As well, in the case of Jane Callahan, 
marital separation did not socially stigmatize her. Her husband seems to have 
suffered more social ostracization than she; he continued to work for Liverpool 
merchants, but Perkins does not mention socializing with him as he previously 
had done. The evidence indicates that eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 
Liverpudlians considered the physical abuse of a wife, at least noted and protested 
abuse, a violation of the marital contract, and one in which the male magistrates 
intervened at the request of women. 
It is possible that in a British American maritime fishing village, the bonds of 
trust in marriage both reflected and were tied to the bonds of trust and reciprocity 
necessary in enterprises that entailed considerable risk to person and property. 
Merchants entrusted sea captains and crews with vessels and cargoes for voyages 
to North Atlantic fishing grounds or to trading ports from the Caribbean to 
Maderia to Charleston, New York, or Boston. How men treated their wives may 
well have signified their respect for other relationships and whether they could be 
trusted with a merchant’s property and often with the lives of the sons, nephews, 
brothers, and associates who worked under them. As well, wives remained in 
Liverpool while their husbands were away, often for months, and had to be trusted 
to maintain a household, children, and look after a husband’s business affairs. If 
men were away at sea for a significant portion of the year, merchants, magistrates, 
and other community leaders would have had to rely on men’s wives and would 
have had a vested interest in having those women trust them. Thus in seafaring 
towns, the temporal and spatial parameters of gendered divisions of labour may 
have resulted in a greater integration of women into male networks. 
The familial network into which Perkins was knitted was not inherently 
hierarchical or patriarchal among the men. At an individual moment or for a 
particular occasion, he might be elevated above the rest, but there was no rigid 
family hierarchy imposed on the network of reciprocal relationships of fathers, 
sons, brothers, uncles, grandfathers, and the in-law equivalents. It functioned 
well over great distances, many decades, and multiple generations because it was 
64 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, November 10, 1782; vol. 4, January 16, 17, 19, 1797; vol. 2, p. 159n; vol. 4, August 
28, 1797; vol. 5, July 2, 1802; vol. 5, December 30, 1803; vol. 5, January 2, 1804; vol. 5, February 17, 
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organized around adult male autonomy and equality. While Perkins headed his 
immediate family, he gradually relinquished the power implied in that position 
as his children matured and he brought in sons and sons-in-law as equal partners. 
Public Relationships and the Precipice of Communal Manhood
If Perkins was not a patriarch among the men of his family, he was one within 
the town of Liverpool. Unlike family, in which sons, nephews, and sons-in-law 
had to be raised to autonomy and male equality, in the town Perkins and other 
prominent men clearly had inferiors by virtue of their social standing rather than 
stage in their life-cycle.65 A patriarch in a social context had to be someone with 
high social status and relative economic security. Like a family, however, the 
social role of patriarch carried with it the paternal obligations to others implied 
in familial reciprocity. When Peter Leonard signed on to go in the privateer Lucy 
in 1780, Perkins promised that if anything happened to him, he would “see that 
his Family does not suffer.” The launching of a ship occasioned “a Dinner for the 
Carpenters & their wives & Some Neighbours.” On December 13, 1786, Perkins 
had a dinner party that included John Thomas and his wife and her brother, his 
son-in-law Elkanah Freeman and Ruth, Mrs. Hopkins, Mrs. Callahan, and Mrs. 
William Freeman, “all my Connections.” The latter three women were the wives 
of men “abroad in my Employ.” When Captain Ephraim Dean died suddenly, 
Perkins noted in his diary that “This Death … is a Great & Publick Loss to the 
place, more especially to his Distressed Family & work men & Company.”66
Perkins’s most complex patriarchal relationship was with Timothy Bryant, a 
single settler in Liverpool. He originally settled down the coast in the Barrington 
area and farmed. As early as 1773 Perkins was buying hay and cabbages from 
him.67 Sometime in that decade, Bryant relocated to the Liverpool area and lived 
near the mill at The Falls (now Milton), seemingly in a house owned by Perkins. 
He supported himself by keeping oxen which he hired out for hauling, by cutting 
timber, and by doing specialized woodworking, such as making yokes for oxen 
and gunwales for vessels.68 Perkins frequently employed him for all of the above 
work and he would often visit him when at The Falls to check on his mills. In the 
late spring of 1791 Perkins visited Bryant and found him sick and the “house in a 
deplorable state.” He arranged for Bryant to be moved to a Mrs. Kempton’s until 
he was better. The following fall he sent sand to The Falls to repair the chimney 
of the house in which Bryant lived. In the following two years it became apparent 
that age was taking its toll on Bryant and though he continued to haul timber and 
65 We would argue that in eighteenth-century Nova Scotian culture, derived from New England culture, one 
could be a patriarch in an individual household context or in a social context, but not in the context of an 
intergenerational and extended family. For more on prominence in a different British North American 
context, see J. K. Johnson, Becoming Prominent: Regional Leadership in Upper Canada, 1791-1841 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1989).
66 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, May 22, 1780; vol. 2, August 11, 1785; vol. 2, December 13, 1786; vol. 2, 
January 27, 1787. 
67 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, September 20, 1773; vol. 1, October 15, 1773. 
68 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 1, September 1779; vol. 2, April 1781; vol. 2, May 21, 1784; vol. 2, January 14, 1785; 
vol. 2, March 3, 8, 25, 1785; vol. 2, July 18, 1785; vol. 2, February 1788; vol. 3, February 3 and 4, 1790.
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make gunwale pieces for vessels under construction, he was not able to maintain 
the house in which he lived.69
In the spring of 1793 Perkins visited Bryant and proposed building him a 
house on Birch Point so that another younger man, John Heater, who worked 
at the mill, could live in the house Bryant occupied. Bryant was “not willing to 
leave the place where he is, and thinks hard that I should ask it, & Says he has 
been a Negro to me, &c.” When Perkins recorded the visit, he noted that “I am 
thinking that it is my Duty to Eject him off. I would not wish to wrong him, 
but think I ought not to Suffeer the place to go to ruin, which it Seems will be 
the Consequence if he Stays there.”70 Perkins did not evict him though. The next 
winter Bryant was ill enough that Perkins received news that the people at The 
Falls thought he was dying. Perkins visited him and found that “he is very ill, his 
Knee much Swelled, & Seems in great distress in Body & mind.” Bryant had sent 
for the doctor who had left his bill with Zenas Freeman, the man who ran Perkins’s 
mill. Perkins told Freeman he would pay the bill and any other should Bryant 
again send for the doctor. Within the week Perkins met with the overseers of the 
poor who asked him about Bryant. Perkins “informed them that our Affairs were 
intricate & difficult, that he had Not been employed by me for Some time [ca. 12 
months] … that I was willing to do what was Just & Right between us, but did 
not incline to take Care of him, he having found So much Fault with me in past 
times.” The overseers of the poor agreed to assume the charges for his care and 
moved him into Mrs. Incaster’s. Three months later Bryant left Mrs. Incaster’s and 
moved out to Black Point on Moose Harbor.71 Bryant established a modest camp 
for himself at Black Point and until the fall of 1796 Perkins does not mention 
him in his diary. Then in October, people reported that Bryant was “taken out of 
his head.” Perkins arranged for a doctor to attend to him and had his men build 
Bryant a “Small hut” so he would have more comfortable accommodations. The 
doctor diagnosed that a facial cancer was causing Bryant’s problems, including 
blindness. Bryant lived until December 8, 1800, supported by both Perkins and 
the town of Liverpool.72
Perkins and Bryant’s relationship was only one of the more intricate and, 
from Perkins’s perspective, intractable of such relationships in the town. On the 
occasion of the 1797 town meeting to vote the poor rate, Perkins submitted “my 
accounts against Timothy Bryant,” clearly indicating that some of the expenses 
he was paying to care for Bryant were justifiably the town’s. In his diary, Perkins 
noted that “His old affairs with me are not Settled, and they stand in such a way 
that it is impossible to adjust them,” not unlike his observation three years earlier 
when he had told the overseers of the poor that “our Affairs were Intricate & 
69 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 3, April 24, 27, 29, 30, 1791; vol. 3, November 2, 1791; vol. 3, January 16, 1792; 
vol. 3, February 24, 1792; vol. 3, March 8, 15, 27, 1792.
70 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 3, March 15, 1793. 
71 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 3, January 19, 22, 27, 1794; vol. 3, February 3, 11, 14, 17, 28, 1794; vol. 3, May 2, 3, 
1794.
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difficult.”73 It is clear from these two passages and the context of other passages, 
that Perkins and Bryant had some kind of a long term contractual agreement that 
included an obligation for Perkins to provide Bryant living accommodations in 
exchange for Bryant’s work. 
What is significant for our purposes is that Perkins and Bryant’s relationship 
originated in a business arrangement. It differed only in degree, but not in 
substance, from Perkins’s relationships with “men in my Employ” and their 
wives and families, relationships also originating in his business affairs. Bryant’s 
bachelor status and the seeming absence of other family members in Liverpool 
apparently increased his dependence on Perkins and the town. Standing back 
just a bit more, we can see that there is no hereditary basis to these patriarchal 
relationships rooted in land rights and customary local practices (as there still were 
in parts of Europe). In Liverpool, and more generally throughout colonial British 
America, paternalistic relationships emerged from economic practices that often 
carried obligations of room and board. Those relationships may have mimicked 
European customs. For Perkins, once the contract was in place, he honoured the 
social obligations as much as he demanded the economic commitments. Indeed, 
his economic affairs were often initiated with an eye to social needs. And in his 
own opinion, he had suffered financially from it.
Others in the town had been less hesitant to press the economic side of contracts. 
One of the rich proud men was Benajah Collins, the son of an early settler. The 
parallels with Perkins are many. He was part of a large extended family, through 
which he had more members based in Liverpool than Perkins. Born in 1743 in 
Chatham, Massachusetts, to Joseph and Abigail, the family relocated to Liverpool 
in 1760, where at least six of the sons became fishers, traders, and sea captains.74 
Benajah and his brother Hallet were the most prominent of the Collins brothers and 
both became wealthy Liverpool merchants. Enos Collins, Hallet’s son, began his 
career as a sea captain and trader, profiting handsomely from privateering during 
the Napoleonic Wars and the War of 1812, and by the 1830s was reputed to be 
one of the wealthiest men in British North America.75 Benajah Collins held many 
public offices including justice of the peace, magistrate, overseer of the poor, and 
the county representative to the colonial assembly in Halifax. But unlike Perkins, 
he enjoyed a less encumbered prosperity. When he left Liverpool in September 
1797 to retire to a farm outside of Salem, Massachusetts—a mere nine months 
after his wife had taken in Jane Callahan and her two children—his wealth was 
estimated to be between £10,000 and £14,000, “a Compitancy to Live Genteely 
the remainder of his days.” And, unlike Perkins, he was not lenient. At one point, 
Benajah Collins had his brother Peter jailed for a debt of £10.8.5.76 The summer 
before he moved from Liverpool, Collins sold a load of salt to Messrs. Forsyth 
& Co. of Halifax. Perkins thought “it very wrong to Send the Salt away at this 
73 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, November 13, 1797; vol. 3, February 17, 1794.
74 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, pp. 11n, 15n-16n, 29n, 33n, 88n, 231n.
75 Diane M. Baker and D. A. Sutherland, “Enos Collins,” Dictionary of Canadian Biography (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1983), vol. 10, pp. 188-190. 
76 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 2, October 17, 1787.
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time, when it is So much wanted for the Fishery in the place.”77 For Perkins, the 
moral, ethical, and rational choice would have been to keep the salt in Liverpool 
where it would be available for the local fishers to brine the catch. For Collins, 
the rational decision was an immediate sale, whether to generate cash, to obtain a 
better price, or to settle his account with Halifax merchants. He made an economic 
decision that did not appear to be freighted with the kind of moral and ethical 
considerations about community that Perkins weighed against his economic 
decisions. For Collins the rational decision was a market decision. For Perkins the 
rational decision was a community one, based on a political and moral economy 
rather than a capitalist economy.
Collins showed his real absence of leniency in his treatment of Samuel Hunt 
for a debt of £50. Hunt, an aging merchant, surveyor, and justice of the peace in 
Liverpool, had fallen into debt to Collins. When he did not pay, Collins took him 
to court; unable to pay, Collins had him jailed on October 17, 1795. Collins tried to 
keep bonds from being posted for Hunt, even bonds for him to have the use of the 
jail yard. But other men in the town prevailed on that issue and Hunt was allowed 
out of his cell to exercise in the jail yard. On other points Collins prevailed. When 
Hunt petitioned to have the Insolvent Act applied to him, Collins refused to accept 
it and allow Hunt his freedom. Instead he agreed to supply him with eight pounds 
“of Good & Holsome Bisscuit Bread pr week.” Hunt tried complaining about the 
goodness of the bread but to no avail. Meanwhile Hunt’s wife became ill and on 
her deathbed; some townspeople looked after her and hauled wood to keep her 
warm at home and her husband warm at the jail. Perkins could not understand 
Collins’s unwillingness to compromise with Hunt but wrote that “He no doubt 
has his reasons.” The Methodists held evening services in the jailhouse so that 
Hunt could worship with them. Mrs. Hunt died without seeing her husband, and 
when her friends buried her they first brought her corpse by the jail so that Samuel 
could view her body one last time. “[H]e prayed that God would forgive those that 
Kept him from Seeing her while a live.” Finally, on September 20, 1796, John 
Thomas convinced Benajah Collins to reduce his demands of Samuel Hunt to £25, 
to drop the suit, and set him free. When Collins agreed to the £25, the townspeople 
circulated a subscription list for those willing to contribute to the fund to free 
Hunt. When the sum had been committed, Collins went to the jail and gave Hunt 
his freedom, after 11 months of incarceration.78
Collins’s decision to have an economic consideration override the social and 
moral consideration of letting a man see his dying wife one last time puzzled and 
disturbed townspeople. By jailing Hunt and refusing to let him see his dying spouse, 
Collins had made his debt contract with Hunt take precedence over Hunt’s marital 
contract with his wife. Had Collins been a less prominent and less prosperous 
man in Liverpool, he may not have succeeded in overriding the community’s 
sensibilities. Given some of his other actions, Collins very probably was so 
77 Perkins’s Diary, vol. 4, September 29, 30, 1797; vol. 3, July 29, 1797.
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prosperous because he had made a practice of letting economic considerations 
override social obligations and moral concerns. Perkins’s disapproval of his 
sending salt out of the town was one of those times. Perkins’s sense of social 
obligation would have caused him to sell the salt in Liverpool for less profit than 
selling it in Halifax might have gained him. 
Perkins and Collins represent two extremes of defining manhood in the 
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Perkins represented “communal 
manhood,” in which “a man’s identity was inseparable from the duties he owned 
to his community.” Collins represented a self-made, independent manhood in 
which “men fulfilled themselves through personal success in business and the 
professions.” Collins’s manly ideal was gaining ascendancy in North America, 
particularly in the United States but also in British North America.79 Perkins 
applied the qualities of tender paternity and the obligations of familial reciprocity 
to his role as social patriarch. Within Liverpool, Perkins maintained his position 
because he acknowledged social obligations to men like Bryant, to the men in his 
employ, and to their wives and families. Those obligations cost him financially. 
And because of the financial cost he had to maintain his social role through his 
willingness to be a benevolent patriarch. Collins, on the other hand, took the risk 
of trying to gain autonomy largely in economic terms and to weaken or sever his 
connections with familial and social reciprocity. His role as a social patriarch was 
not based on a careful juggling of economic and social considerations. Rather 
economics had gained ascendancy. He could jail his brother and keep an elderly 
man in jail unable to see his dying wife. Collins enhanced his status by risking 
social relationships to increase his wealth. With sufficient wealth, he could then 
more easily flaunt social sensibilities. 
Community disapproval of Collins’s treatment of Hunt probably influenced 
the timing of his retirement to Massachusetts. In Danvers (formerly Salem Village), 
Collins attend the Congregational church, even though in Liverpool he supported 
the Allinite New Lights, and the congregation accorded him a prominent pew 
appointed with “cushions, carpet, and other accessories.” He rode to church in 
a fancy carriage, attended by a Black driver and footman, and upon entering the 
building, the other congregants would reputedly rise in his honour and the parson 
would bow in respect.80 In New England, where the American Revolution had 
severed bonds of deference based upon family title or prestige alone, wealth made 
it possible for Collins to relocate and recover public esteem and social status.81 
The increasing social acceptance of wealth alone as grounds for elite status (and 
especially within the New England context) allowed Collins to leave one town 
where he had offended social and moral sensibilities and move to another, thereby 
laundering his soiled reputation.
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The behaviour of men like Collins soon reverberated throughout western society, 
reshaping relations within families, the workplace, the law, and the marketplace. 
Perkins lived within an extended family, not because he shared a multigenerational 
household, but because the extended members of his family could make claims 
on the resources of his household, and he in turn made claims on theirs. Benajah 
Collins lived in a more nuclear family, not because he had a nuclear household, 
but because he limited the claims of reciprocity non-dependents could make on 
his resources. 
By allowing economics to be the primary basis of male autonomy, the 
linkages between the family and society had been weakened, as had the linkages 
between morality and economics. By seeking male autonomy through the market, 
men severed the familial and social bonds that supported not just themselves but 
their wives and children as well. The family became more closed in on itself, and 
women became more dependent on their husbands and vulnerable should they 
become abusive. Women such as Jane Callahan could still appeal to the community 
for relief from a husband’s abuse because she and her husband were linked to the 
community not just through economic contracts but also through bonds of social 
obligation. Yet, at the same time, the bonds of reciprocity in marriage increasingly 
diverged from the social bonds of reciprocity that men recognized as necessary to 
protect, and women were increasingly told that they were subject to their husband’s 
will. The ascendancy of economic considerations over social considerations, 
moreover, made the public male realm of the marketplace increasingly amoral. In 
turn, the family, and more particularly women, became the protectors of morality, 
but protectors who had been rendered increasingly powerless to act.82 While Jane 
Callahan managed to find shelter in the home of Benajah and Susannah Collins 
at Susannah’s behest, Benajah exercised his male autonomy by relocating his 
household—including Susannah—a mere nine months later, thereby breaking 
whatever communal bonds Susannah sought to maintain.
Changes in how men achieved and maintained their adult autonomy had 
enormous implications for society, altering the meanings of family, patriarchy, 
and individualism, as well as modifying the social and personal values attached to 
reciprocal relations and economic gain. Men who developed their identities within 
a network of reciprocal obligations tied together communities and members of 
individual families and could sustain extended family networks across great 
distances. The reciprocal nature of these ties moderated economic individualism, as 
men used significant portions of their surplus wealth to service social obligations, 
often with dependents or social inferiors who could not return a clear economic 
benefit. Men, particularly in their roles as sons and fathers, were linchpins in 
community and family networks and their reproduction. As the nineteenth century 
82 There is some debate among historians of women’s history on whether the social condition of women 
improved or declined by the end of the period in question. The argument presented here would indicate 
that it declined. For compatible positions, see Joan Hoff, Law, Gender, and Injustice: A Legal History of 
U.S. Women (New York: New York University Press, 1991), pp. 1-151; and Sweeny, Why Did We Choose 
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began, an increasing number of men pursued social acceptance and status through 
individual economic advancement, often at the expense of traditional reciprocal 
relationships. As the energies that men invested in maintaining reciprocal ties, 
both community and familial, abated, or as men engaged in activities that violated 
them with impunity, that system was disrupted in ways that others in society, 
most notably women, could not easily repair. This shift weakened the networks 
of reciprocity that held not just men, but women and children, the aged and the 
infirm, and many people increasingly relied on a single male head of household to 
sustain them rather than a network of relationships.
